
Writing a Research Paper

When you are assigned a topic for a research paper, it’s important that you identify clearly what you are being asked to do.  The following are directives that you will frequently encounter in an assignment for a research paper:

· Analyze:  identify the components of something complex

· Compare/Contrast:  point out similarities and differences

· Defend:  write in favor of an opinion

· Discuss:  consider all sides of a question

· Describe:  give a picture or account of something

· Define:  identify the essential nature of something

· Explain:  make something understandable

· Imagine:  form an idea or an image

Choosing  a Topic

Sometimes you will be allowed to choose your own topic for a research paper.  If so, be sure it interests you; your writing will convey that interest to your audience.   You might begin by identifying an area of research that interests you and then focusing on a topic:

· If you are interested in acting, you might describe the way different actors have portrayed a famous character, such as Antigone or Hamlet

· If you are interested in directing, you might defend non-traditional casting

· If you are interested in producing, you might explain the economics of organizing a theatre festival

· If you are interested in technical theatre, you might discuss how the set, props, and lighting, as described by Henrik Ibsen in his stage directions for The Wild Duck, contribute to the theme of the play

· If you are interested in theatre history, you might define theatre of the absurd

Prewriting

In doing any paper, it’s often the planning, rather than the actual writing that takes the most effort.  Prewriting included identifying your purpose and audience, developing your topic and thesis, and gathering and organizing your research.

Purpose and Audience

The general purpose of writing is to inform or persuade a reader; the specific purpose is to present a clear point of view about a topic, one that leads to a conclusion, and possibly some desired action.  If you paper is an assignment in your theatre course, your audience is your teacher (and possibly your fellow students) and your specific purpose is to fulfill the assignment.  If you are writing an article for your local newspaper urging the establishment or support of a community theatre, your audience is your fellow citizen and your specific purpose is to encourage them to be theatergoers.

Developing Your Thesis

Once you have a topic, consider the limits of time (to research and write) and space (the length of your paper).  If necessary, limit your topic.  For example, a topic such as Shakespeare’s The Tempest is certainly too broad; however, the stage history of The Tempest is more manageable.  As you research, you may have to further limit the topic, depending on what you find.  For example, you might further limit the stage history of The Tempest to the interpretations of the role of Caliban.  You may also find you need or want to expand the topic.

Thesis Statement

Your thesis statement informs the reader of your topic and identifies the approach you are going to take.  For example, if you were writing about interpretations of the role of Caliban, your thesis statement might read as follows: “in the recent past, interpretations of the role of Caliban in Shakespeare’s The Tempest have strongly reflected contemporary attitudes about imperialism and racism.”  If you are writing on an assigned topic, the assignment itself will supply much of the wording of your thesis statement.

Gathering Information

Before researching using such conventional sources as print and electronic media—microfilm, cassette tapes, videotapes, CD-ROMS, DVD’s, the internet—consider more personal methods of research:  reflections on your own past experiences and personal knowledge; interviews with other people who have special knowledge about your topic; a survey questionnaire, conducted either by telephone or mail (or email).

Take careful notes during your research period, paraphrasing (or restating) what you have read, seen, and heard.  Identify the source of a note with the name and date of the publication or other media.

For direct quotations, use quotation marks and cite the person and source quoted.  For personal interview quotations, cite the place and date of the interview.

Organizing Your Notes

If you notes are on separate cards or pieces of paper, and if the subject of each note is identified, you can manually sort them into a logical sequence that will argue, or present, your position coherently and convincingly.  If your notes are in your computer, cut and paste them into a cohesive, logical sequence of ideas.

Writing the Paper

Write your first draft quickly, getting your ideas down before you lose them.  Don’t worry about grammar, spelling, and correctness at this stage.  Just put your notes into rough sentence and paragraph form.

The main purpose of your first paragraph is to present your thesis statement.  If your teacher is your audience, you can assume background knowledge on your topic; for a general audience, however, you may need to provide more information as context for your thesis statement.

In the succeeding paragraphs, present the substance of your explanation or argument.  Generally, each main point you wish to make will be presented in a separate paragraph headed by a topic sentence.

The concluding paragraph ordinarily restates the thesis statement with certain amplifications, or it can summarize or make a final comment.  It should not, however, merely repeat the introduction

Revising and Proofreading

Read your first draft aloud, being careful to both see and hear each word.  Examine the organization and development of you paper, asking yourself the following questions:  Is the thesis statement clearly stated?  Is the evidence you offer in support of your thesis statement presented effectively?  Does each paragraph refocus the reader’s attention on the central points you are making?  Finally, proofread you paper correcting any errors in grammas, punctuation, and spelling.

Peer Editing

When you have reached the stage of revising your research paper, a helpful strategy to employ is peer editing.  Several different approaches may be taken to peer editing.  The simplest way to work with another student as an editing partner.  Exchange papers and read each other’s work.  It’s a good idea to review your partner’s work twice.  The first time read for content, checking to see that the writing is clearly organized and well expressed.  The second time, make sure that your partner has used correct grammar, usage, spelling, and mechanics.  Write detailed comments to help your partner’s revision.  These comments should clearly focus on specific things you observe in your patner’s writing.  Your criticism should be helpful and positive, not sarcastic or rude.  Before you return your comments to your partner, read them over to make sure they are clear, specific and constructive.  When you get back your paper from your partner, read over his or her comments carefully, asking for clarification if you are unsure what is meant.

Another method of peer editing is to work with other students in an editing group, with each member reading each paper for one specific area of content or form, such as effective transitions or incomplete sentences.

Titling and Bibliography

Once the paper is finished, you may consider adding a title page(optional). The best titles are simple and brief and express and clearly what your essay is about.  Along with the title include you name of the course and the teacher.  At the end of the paper include a bibliography, a list of all the sources of information you have used in researching your paper.  Make sure to use the correct bibliographic format for each type of source (magazine, book, play, website, etc.)
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